: xii-xiv For many sudden, unexpected, or violent deaths, the data collected by medical examiners and coroners are the best source of information on the cause of death. This information is documented on the death certificate, which answers questions about what happened. In aggregate, death certificates tell a larger story about the health of our communities and the nation as a whole. Epidemiologists and others use the data for many purposes, such as identifying new cases of diseases and injury, tracking known health threats, and evaluating response efforts.
Medical examiners and coroners are often the first to see trends in traumatic deaths as well as the other causes of death. Data generated during investigations can be used to confirm hunches and provide evidence needed to inspire change. For instance, the decrease in the motor vehicle traffic death rate, which has been reported as one of the greatest public health achievements of the 20th century (1) , was driven in part by information provided by medical examiners and coroners. In 1979, while Susan Baker was working as an autopsy technician, she had a hunch that infants had higher death rates in crashes than older children (2) . In her own words, [Using death certificate data from the National Center for Health Statistics] it took me about 10 minutes to discover that my hunch had been correct. I remember my excitement, and it turned out that my simple analysis had far-reaching results.
She published her findings in a short paper that was widely read (3), and eventually laws were enacted requiring the use of infant car seats. This is just one of many examples of how the insights she gained while working in a medical examiner's office, combined with information compiled from death certificates, informed her research in injury epidemiology. Later, the National Association of Medical Examiners founded the Susan P. Baker Public Health Impact Award to honor her work, acknowledge the importance of medicolegal death investigation on public health, and recognize medical examiners' leadership in this area (4) .
Over the past two decades, death certificate mortality data, collected by the states and compiled by the National Center for Health Statistics, have been used to track the rapid increases in drug overdose deaths. Medical examiners and coroners are the harbingers of emerging and evolving health threats and help ensure the accuracy and completeness of drug overdose death data (5) (6) (7) (8) . The information gathered during routine medicolegal death investigations is used to help measure the effectiveness of public health and public safety responses and ultimately inform where and how best to invest resources to help save lives.
Beyond drug overdoses, medical examiners and coroners contribute to the overall understanding of death in the US. They investigate deaths, determine cause and manner, and distill the most pertinent information on death certificates. This information is reported to the state and ultimately to National Center for Health Statistics through the National Vital Statistics System. The state and national-level data are used to better understand the characteristics of those dying, determine life expectancy, and compare mortality trends. 
INVITED COMMENTARY
the Consumer Product Safety Commission, National Transportation Safety Board, and the Executive Office of the President-rely on vital statistics and other data provided by medical examiner and coroner offices to support their research, policies, and regulations (9). For example:
• Centers for Disease Control and Prevention uses mortality data to monitor trends in unintentional injury, homicides, suicides, and sudden unexpected deaths; to understand sudden unexpected infant deaths; track infectious diseases and public health emergencies; and for many other purposes (10-13);
• Food and Drug Administration uses mortality data to conduct post-market surveillance of drugs and therapeutic biologics (14);
• Office of National Drug Control Policy relies on mortality data to monitor illicit drug use, including the nonmedical use of prescription drugs, and its consequences (15);
• National Highway Traffic Safety Administration monitors trends in traffic-related fatalities (16);
• Federal Aviation Administration utilizes autopsy reports to identify and mitigate aeromedical hazards in aerospace accidents (17) ; and
• Consumer Product Safety Commission uses mortality data to identify problematic products for investigation and potential recall (18) .
In recent years, nationwide increases in fatal drug overdoses, homicides, suicides, and other unintentional injuries have prompted new questions and demands for mortality data at the local, state, and federal levels (19) (20) . These demands require innovative and coordinated solutions wherein data from medical examiner and coroner case management systems, state-based electronic death registration systems, and the National Vital Statistics System can provide more timely, accurate, and useful data. Adoption of standardized and interoperable reporting systems would make mortality data streams more timely and available during public health emergencies and ultimately enable a coordinated response to multistate, high-priority health threats.
The end of the medicolegal death investigation marks the beginning of a new lifecycle for the data. Mortality data compiled at the national level have been a foundation of public health surveillance for centuries, dating back to the bills of mortality in the times of the plague (21) (22) . The uses of data have exploded in the past century, and are growing continuously with the trend toward more evidenced-based and data-driven solutions (23) (24) . The importance of complete, timely, and accurate representation of the cause of death cannot be understated. This is said so eloquently as written on the wall of the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner in New York City (translated) (25):
Let conversation cease, Let laughter flee. This is the place where death delights in helping the living.
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